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The Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost-Proper 24-Year B – The Rev. Canon Joan Anthony 
Isaiah 53: 4-12, Psalm 91:9-16, Hebrews 5: 1-10,Mark 10:35-45 
 
In the midst of a wild and frightening storm, with thunder crashing all around and lightning 
flashing through the dark sky, a man was driving home.   Suddenly, his car was hit by lightning.  
Although he was uninjured, it was a truly terrifying experience.  Arriving home, the man began 
to tell his teenaged son what had happened hoping for at least some small expression of 
understanding and sympathy.  Not long into the story, the son interrupted.  He said “Dad, let’s 
go buy a lottery ticket.  They say the chances of being hit by lightning are like the chances of 
winning the lottery.”  One has to wonder if the son was hearing what the father said.  Perhaps a 
bit self-absorbed???? 
Jesus and the twelve disciples, together with a larger crowd, were on their way to Jerusalem for 
the final time.  Only Jesus knew that he was going to be arrested, condemned to death, handed 
over to the Romans and crucified.  As they walked along, he told his followers of his coming 
fate, the third time that he had done so. 
He had been teaching in the days just past, as they moved slowly through Galilee toward 
Jerusalem and all that awaited Jesus there.  On the subject of divorce he taught that there was 
a human law that permitted it, but that God’s law was based not on what was legal but on love 
and compassion.  He had gathered the little children among his followers and in a visible 
parable spoke of the kingdom of God belonging to those who were like them.  Jesus counseled 
the rich young man to sell all he possessed give to the poor and follow him.  He had assured his 
followers that hard as things seemed, nothing was impossible for God.  Is it any wonder that 
those who followed, the twelve and all the rest were amazed and afraid?   
But there was worst to come.  For the third time, Jesus spoke clearly of what would happen 
when they reached the capital city.   He would be handed over to the religious authority, he 
would be abused, and condemned to death.  Is it any wonder that those who followed him did 
not want to hear these words?  Is it any wonder that it was too much to absorb? 
James and John were two of the twelve that had been with Jesus from the start.  They had been 
fishermen in Galilee, partners with Peter and Andrew and the four formed a core within the 
twelve disciples.  They had seen the healing Jesus did, healing of Peter’s mother-in-law and of 
the synagogue official’s daughter.  They had heard Jesus’ words to that father “Don’t be afraid, 
only believe.”  With Peter they had been to the top of the mountain and experienced Jesus’ 
transfiguration, hearing God announcing that Jesus was God’s beloved Son to whom they were 
to listen.  In the face of all of that evidence, James and John were still afraid, still could not 
really hear what Jesus said to them and to all of the disciples.   And so as they walked along the 
road, James and John drew near to Jesus and made a request.  “Teacher, we want you to do for 
us whatever we ask of you.”  And then, they went on to ask to sit at Jesus right and left hand 
when he came into his glory.  They requested the primary positions of power and honor.  Jesus 
responded with a question as well.   Are you able to drink the cup that I drink?  James and John 
replied, seemingly arrogantly, “we are able”.  No wonder the rest of the disciple were angry, 
what nerve, who did they think that they were?   
But what if what motivated James and John was not self-serving insolence but fear, fear of the 
future?  What if they had a strong need to feel secure, the need to feel empowered and in 
control?  Think back to the story of the man and his teenaged son.  What if what motivated the 
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son in that story was not greed but the unspeakable fear that his father might have died?   
What if James and John had heard and understood what Jesus was telling them awaited him in 
Jerusalem and they could not accept it?  What if James and John when overwhelmed by fear 
went to that very human response of denial?  What if the reason the rest of the twelve were so 
angry was because they too were full of fear and denial? 
James and John got an answer to their request.  “The cup that I drink you will drink; and with 
the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized;”  I suspect the rest of the twelve 
overhearing this response knew in their heart of hearts that it was for them as well.  
And so the road ended in Jerusalem, James, John and Peter too, experienced in those days what 
it meant to drink the cup and be baptized with the baptism of Jesus.  They failed.  They fell 
asleep in the Garden of Gethsemane when Jesus asked them to watch with him one hour.  
Peter denied knowing Jesus, not once but three times.  They were human and they reacted to 
fear.   
After the resurrection, all three overcame their fear, found courage and were able to continue 
to follow where Jesus led.  They went out as instructed and spread the Good News.  They 
became Apostles, those sent to the world.  It cost them a great deal.  Soon after, James became 
the church’s second martyr after Stephen, when he was killed by Herod Agrippa.  John went on 
to a long life of teaching and prominence as a leader in the early Christian church.  He is 
“…traditionally regarded as the author of five books of the Bible: the Gospel of John, the 
epistles 1 John, 2 John, and 3 John, and the Book of Revelation, although some Bible scholars 
dispute which of these (if any) he actually wrote.”  Of the original twelve who became Apostles, 
only John is believed to have died of natural causes. 
 After the crucifixion, the followers of Jesus came to a crossroads in their faith and in 
their lives.  They could try to return the lives they had left to follow Jesus.  Instinctively they 
knew that to do so would lead to spiritual death.  Some chose that path and we hear no more 
about them as they faded into obscurity.  Some chose another path.  Out of their courage and 
choice grew the Christian Church as the message of Jesus was spread throughout the known 
world.  Others who heard the good news, who had not known Jesus in his earthly life, came to 
know the risen Lord and continued to spread the good news of what life in God’s kingdom of 
love and compassion might be like.  
 St. Augustine’s as a Christian community is at the same kind of crossroads.  You are in 
the process of listening to God to find the priest who will be your spiritual leader in the years 
ahead.   You are in the process of assessing your resources and developing a budget for the 
coming year.  For the past several years, 7 at least, you have been in what might be called 
“survival” mode.  Each year the current income has not been sufficient to meet your current 
operating expenses.  The budget has been balanced by drawing on funds set aside for 
unexpected contingencies.  You stand at the place where the decisions made now will change 
the direction of this congregation for the future.  It can be a fearsome place to stand, but it is 
also the place of possibility and opportunity.   One path is governed by the kind of fear felt by 
James and John, a very real and potent fear of what the future might hold.  Another path is in 
the direction of courage to step into the unknown call that God has for you.  Where will you go?  
Who will go with you?   
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